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It is the Lord Christ Whom You Serve 
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It is the Lord Christ Whom You Serve 
(Colossians 3:18-4:1) 

 
Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men,  
knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance.   

It is the Lord Christ whom you serve. (Colossians 3:23, 24) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
   

 

t is notable how every relationship is portrayed in Colossians 3:18-4:1.  The statements 
we make in this study are true for all relationships, even though we are using 
marriage as our area of application.  The relationship one has in marriage is built on 

the relationship one has in Christ.  Our marriage relationship is to be a consequence of 
our relationship with Christ.   
 

Modern Western medicine has had the tendency of treating 
symptoms without treating the underlying cause.  
Pharmaceutical companies make enormous amounts of 
money by medicating the population. We are slowly realizing 
the reason why certain sicknesses exist is because of underlying 
problems and the only way to fix the symptom is to treat the 
problem.   
 
We are all in a process of change. Belief must always precede 
behavior. What you think (causation) always precedes what you do 
(consequence). 

 
The marriage relationship is no different.  People have problems in marriage and often 
they treat the symptoms, but ignore the underlying problem.1   We might say to an 
individual, “You really need to obey your husband,” or “you really need to love your 
wife,” but such counsel is a Band-Aid when they really need a heart transplant.  Today, I 
would like us to start a heart transplant through mind renewal (cf. Rom. 12:1, 2; Eph. 
4:23).   
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On a personal note, in the early years of my marriage, I read a lot 
of books on marriage.2  I was concerned my marriage was not 
everything God expected . . . or at least I expected . . . or at least 
what I thought everyone else expected of my marriage.  I found 
these books could not give me what I wanted.  They were basically 
making me want to be married to the author rather than to my wife.  
So I stopped reading books about marriage. It was not until I 
learned the truth about Christ and the nature of His work, that I 
have found contentment in my marriage.  Since that time we have 
experienced difficult circumstances and yet our love and loyalty for 
one another has never been greater.   

 
In preparation for this study I once more visited books about 
marriage and for the most part I am saddened by their content.3 One 
author wrote the following concerning being a wife: 
 
“Functioning as a professional in all areas of marriage is the essence 
of being a creative counterpart.”4 

 
If I were a wife, I would be completely frustrated with my inability 
to measure up to someone else’s idea of an ideal counterpart.5  

Friend, there has to be a better way and the intent of this study is to show the better way.  
Let us begin by noting Colossians 3:18-4:1.  Colossians 3 is one of several paragraphs in 
the Word of God that speak directly to the marriage relationship (1 Cor. 7; Eph. 5:21-33; 
Titus 2:3-5; 1 Pet. 3:1-7). 
 

ntroduction 
Consider with me this initial thought concerning Colossians 3:18-4:1.  Depending on 
your present mindset you will read this paragraph from a certain perspective and 

with certain presuppositions.  Within the paragraph there are a series of commands (all 
of the following underlined words are commands/imperatives in the text).  If your 
mindset is toward the treatment of symptoms this is what you will see (Remember the 
prescriptive/descriptive idea? [cf. p4]):   
 

 Wives submit to your husbands (3:18) 

 Husbands love your wives (3:19) 

 Do not be embittered against them (3:19) 

 Children obey your parents (3:20) 

 Fathers do not exasperate your children (3:21) 

 Slaves obey your masters on earth (3:22) 

 Masters grant justice and fairness to your slaves (4:1) 
 

Such a “prescription” might cause us to say, “Eureka, we found it.  Herein is the solution 
to our problematic relationship.”  We might walk away believing the problem is our wife 
not submitting, or our husband not loving, but I believe the issue is greater than the lack 
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of these fruits (key thought).  To see the command/imperative in the absence of what is 
true is to look at the symptoms and not the under lying cause.   
 
Chapters 3 and 4 in Colossians show the consequence or result of positional truth (cf. 
p6).  Almost without exception the listing of Christ-like characteristics in chapters 3 and 
4 are relational in nature.  The truth of grace operates in the arena of relationships and 
this is nowhere more pronounced than in the family unit.   
 
What must not be forgotten in looking at this paragraph of commands is that it is all 
working from what is true.  This foundational truth stretches all the way back to 1:27 
and following.  Notice the following thoughts. 
 

 Christ in you, the hope of glory (1:27).  All of who He is (1:15-19) is now working 
for you, not against you (Rom. 8:31) 

 In Him you have been made complete (2:10) 

 We have been buried with Him and raised up with Him (2:12) 

 We have been made alive with Him (2:13) 

 He has forgiven us all our transgressions (2:13) 

 He defeated the devil and his cohorts (2:15) 

 No one is to act as our judge in regard to spiritual disciplines (2:16) 

 We have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world (3:20) 

 We have been raised with Christ (3:1) 

 We have died with Christ and our life is hidden with Christ in God (3:3) 

 Christ is our life (3:4) 
 
It is because of all these truths, this present reality, this glorious position in Christ, that 
we now have the “Therefore” of 3:5.  We should consider the members of our earthly 
body as dead; why, because We died with Christ.  Look what verses 5-17 are saying.  It 
is because of chapters 1 and 2 we have the exhortations of 
chapters 3 and 4.   
 

ll of these commands are nothing less and nothing 
more than spiritual fruit.  And yet when we focus 
on the fruit, or lack thereof, we are focusing on the 

symptom and not the underlying cause for the fruit.   
 
We are wired to want to do.  We want real solutions to real 
problems, so the question is, “What do we have to do?  How 
can we make this work?”  And the answer is, “Change the way we think.”  Let us begin 
by reflecting on four short statements forming the bedrock for any marriage relationship.  
We begin by noting where the Book of Colossians begins before leading us to the 
imperatives. 

A
We want real solutions 

to real problems, so the  

question is,  

“What do I have to do?”   

And the answer is, 

“Change the way you 

think.” 
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e must understand Christ is to be the centerpiece of our lives (Col. 1:15-18; 
3:1). 
 

15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. 16 For 
by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible 
and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities--all 
things have been created through Him and for Him. 17 He is before all 

things, and in Him all things hold together. 18 He is also head of the body, 
the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that 
He Himself will come to have first place in everything (Col. 1:15-18). 
 

Therefore if you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things 
above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God (Col. 3:1). 

 

This is the tree from which the fruit of Colossians 3:18-4:1 is born.  The tree producing 
this kind of fruit is planted in the soil of Jesus Christ.  We no longer need anything we 
do not already have in Him.  Christ is really the only one who matters.  The 
circumstances of life are highly volatile and any relationship can be highly unpredictable.  
The one thing that is constant is Jesus Christ as the centerpiece of our lives.  He is the 
anchor that keeps us from drifting. 
 
If we do not know Jesus Christ as our own Savior from sin, death and hell, then Christ is 
not the centerpiece of our relationships.  It is only as we accept Him as our one and only 
Savior that He becomes the acknowledged centerpiece of our lives and of our 
relationships.  This leads us to our second short statement concerning our foundation in 
Christ. 
 

e must understand we have died and our lives are now hidden with Christ 
in God (Col. 1:27; 2:12, 20; 3:3, 4). 
 

. . . to whom God willed to make known what is the riches of the glory of this 
mystery among the Gentiles, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory (Col. 1:27). 
 

. . . having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised up 
with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead 
(Col. 2:12). 
 

If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if 
you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as (Col. 2:20). 

 
3 For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God.  4 When 
Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him 
in glory (Col. 3:3, 4). 
 

What does this mean?  Simply put, “The shadow can no longer hold us in bondage.”  “He 

W
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must increase, and we must decrease” (John 3:30). Regrettably, we live as if the shadow, 
(i.e. a nice house, a good job, obedient children, a comfortable existence and a wonderful 
spouse) is primary, when in reality it is only a shadow of the greater truth concerning 
Jesus Christ and God as Trinity.  Shadows can never provide, they can only point.  If we 
understand the Bible correctly and see life from God’s perspective, then we come to 
understand we deserve nothing short of damnation.   
 
Our American ideology cultivates a spirit of entitlement that is flawed and dangerous.  It 
has infected all of our relationships, especially marriage.  It is because of this unsound 
ideology we live with discouragement and discontentment.   Most of our frustration in 
marriage is due to failed expectations.  We believed the person we married would be 

able to meet our needs and fulfill our wants.  Unfortunately, 
we have placed too much emphasis on the shadow rather than 
the substance.  The shadow can only point; it can never 

provide.  When we look to the shadow, we will place a burden 
on the shadow it was never designed to carry and we will 
inevitably destroy the shadow.  Realistically, as wonderful as 
our spouse is, they can never do for us what only God can 
(Remember, “First things First”).  Our focus is wrong.  The 
issue is one of perspective. 
 

Listen carefully to Bob George in his work, Victory over Depression: How to Live above your 
Circumstances. 
 

Like our emotions, unrealistic expectations toward life and other people aren’t 
unusual. We come into this world with the idea that everything and everyone is 
here to make us happy. By nature we are self-centered [emphasis added]. 6 
 
Unrealistic expectations arise when we don’t face life as it really is, but instead 
look at life and people as we think they should be [emphasis added].7 
 
Misplaced dependencies result when a person depends upon someone or 
something other than God for his happiness, self-worth or meaning in life. 
Misplaced dependencies naturally follow unrealistic expectations. If you expect 
your spouse to meet all your needs and make you happy, then you will depend 
upon her for your happiness.8 
 

Our problem is that 

we are expecting 

our spouses to be 

for us what only 

God can be for us in 

the person of Jesus 

Christ. 
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When we get all twisted up and bent out of shape, it is because we 
believe our rights have been violated and we have been mistreated.  
Our problem is we do not see ourselves as dead.9  The part in us that 
is having a problem is our completely self-centered old nature.  We 
must see ourselves as dead to self and alive in Christ.  This leads us to 
the third short statement that is to form the bedrock of our marriage 
relationship. 
 

e must understand the marriage relationship is not about 
us and our needs, but about Him and His glory (3:17). 
 

Whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, 

giving thanks through Him to God the Father (Col. 3:17). 
 
New Testament scholar A.T. Robertson correctly notes the following, “Sociological 
problems have always existed. Paul puts his finger on the sore spot in each group with 
unerring skill like a true diagnostician.”  (A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures in the New 
Testament on Colossians 3:17).  We are inherently selfish, self-centered, and self-serving. 
 
This thought ties the two previous points together.  The obedience of fruit bearing is for 
His glory (Matt. 5:16).  In the midst of this whole relationship, what do you think God’s 
goal is?  Do you think it is your own preconceived notion of what constitutes personal 
happiness and contentment?  Or do you believe it to be something bigger than your own 
understanding of personal happiness?  I think it is something bigger than you and me.  I 
believe the situation in which you find yourself is for His glory.  God’s purpose in 
creating is for His glory [i.e. presence] to cover the earth for the joy of His people.  
Genuine and authentic joy is only possible in the presence of God as Trinity. 
 
If you believe God is sovereign and capable of changing your spouse, then why does He 
not do it?  Every time you pray for God to change your spouse, you believe He can act 
on their will in such a way as to bring about change.  But why is God not answering your 
prayers?  I believe it is because He is working something in them and through them 
for you.  Even if . . . even if you do not see it.  It is an incredibly difficult concept to grasp, 
but your spouse is exactly what God would have them be in that moment for you.  God 
is working grace to you in the midst of your marriage relationship.  And what He is 
working will ultimately bring Him glory.  This leads us to Paul’s fourth short statement 
preceding the various imperatives. 
 

e must not focus on what God is or is not working in our spouse’s life, but 
rather focus on God and live expecting God to work in us and through us 
His fruit to our spouse (3:24). 

 

Slaves, in all things obey those who are your masters on earth, not with 
external service, as those who merely please men, but with sincerity of 
heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the 

W
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Lord rather than for men, Knowing that from the Lord you will receive the 
reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve  (Col. 3:22-
24). 
 

“Here, ye have neither lands nor property; ye are servants or slaves; be not discouraged, 
ye have an inheritance in store; be faithful unto God and to your employers, and Christ 
will give you a heavenly inheritance.”10  
 

A mother was preparing pancakes for her sons, Kevin, age 5, Ryan, age 3.  The boys began 
to argue over whom would get the first pancake.  Their mother saw the opportunity for 
a moral lesson.  “If Jesus were sitting here, He would say ‘Let my brother have the first 
pancake, I can wait.”  Kevin turned to his younger brother and said, “Ryan, you be Jesus!”  
This is how we often are in marriage.  We want our spouse to be Jesus. 
 
Our focus in marriage should not be to expect our spouses to submit to our every wish 
and desire or our husbands to love us in a manner we appreciate, but rather for God to 
work in us and through us His love to them.  Yet our vision is to go even further than 
this.  Our vision is fixed on Him who is the author and finisher of our faith (Heb. 12:2).  
We believe God will make us the kind of husband and father He wants us to be for our 
wife and children.     
 

PPLICATION: (Making the Transfer) 
 
We are dead to ourselves and the world and we are 

alive in Christ.  The listing of the commands is what the 
resurrected life looks like.  Hence, they describe not 
prescribe the Christian life in Christ.  Paul never separates 
our performance from our position.  If we look at the above 
mentioned commands in the absence of what has already 
been taught, it will lead to bondage and failure.   
 
Our choice (as husbands) to love, expressing itself in acts of 
love, is the outworking of His life in us and through us to our 
wives.  We choose to love and act accordingly because He is willing us to choose and act. 
 
This thinking makes our choosing a “delightful duty.”  It excites us to know God is 
working in us and through us in the context of the family unit.  We know we are not able 
to love our wives as Christ loved the church (Eph. 5:25), but we know of One who can 
and will and His name is Jesus.  
 

Often in the family relationship, we stop with what we see.  All we see is a wife, or a 
husband or a child, yet the passage pushes us beyond the immediate and temporal and 
calls us to someone higher.  Remember the earlier reading of the paragraph and the 
emphasis on commands?  Let us now see them from a different perspective.  Let us 

A
The listing of the 

commands is what 

the resurrected life 

looks like.   

Paul never separates 

our performance 

from our position. 
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consider them from God’s perspective.  Let us consider the commands, knowing that it 
is the Lord Christ we serve. 
 

 Wives submit to your husbands (3:18) 
o AS IS FITTING IN THE LORD 

 Husbands love your wives (3:19) 

 Do not be embittered against them (3:19) 

 Children obey your parents (3:20) 
o FOR THIS IS WELL-PLEASING TO THE LORD 

 Fathers do not exasperate your children (3:21) 

 Slaves obey your masters on earth (3:22) 
o WITH SINCERITY OF HEART, FEARING THE LORD 
o WHATEVER YOU DO, DO YOUR WORK HEARTILY, AS FOR THE 

LORD RATHER THAN FOR MEN 
o IT IS THE LORD CHRIST WHOM YOU SERVE 

 Masters grant justice and fairness to your slaves (4:1) 
o YOU TOO HAVE A MASTER IN HEAVEN 

 
Our service to the Lord is through people and those people are 
often the ones closest to us.11  When we understand how our 
lives are swallowed up in His, then when we serve our wives, 
children, employer and peers, we are actually serving the Lord.  
Because we have separated and compartmentalized life, we fail 
to see Him in all things.  Yet, He is there.  Colossians 3:24 
reminds us of what is ours in Christ.   
 

24 Knowing that from the Lord you will receive the 
reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom 

you serve. (Col. 3:24). 
 

What a joy it is to know Jesus Christ is completing His work in us and through us to those 
around us.  It is with joy we as husbands love our wives, and as fathers seek to encourage 
our children.  Our joy is found in knowing that in as much as we serve them, we serve 
the Lord.  Herein is the secret to our contentment. 
 
Perhaps today you find yourself struggling as a wife, husband, parent, child, employee 
or employer.  Friend, your struggle is simply a symptom.   
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he real issue is rooted in . . .  

 Not seeing Christ as the centerpiece of your life 

 Not seeing yourself as dead and your life hidden with Christ in God 

 Your own self-centeredness and not seeing His glory as the end of all relationships 

 Looking at your spouse instead of focusing on Christ and His work in you 
 

 
Laying hold of this truth will not resolve every relational conflict, but it 
will give you a platform for peace and rest and it will enable you to 
really love your spouse.  The relationship you have with your spouse is 
a lifelong relationship that is like the plant described earlier.12  If it is 
embedded in the soil of positional truth, it is alive and has the potential 
to grow.  

  
 
 
 

1 Most books written that appeal to improving one’s marriage approach it from a pragmatic perspective.  
They are almost exclusively written from a “cause-effect” formula.  They offer what is observable, down-
to-earth, and will “potentially” work toward remedying the problem.  Such “fixes” are temporal and a-
biblical.  They are not anti-biblical, only outside the scope of biblical revelation. 
2 Image by Tiyo Prasetyo from Pixabay on page 7 of “frustrated man.” 
3 It is not my intent to denigrate books on marriage.  I would encourage outside reading, but I would read 
any and all works about marriage with my “eyes wide open.” 
4 Linda Dillow, Creative Counterpart (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1977), 15. 
5 Image by Pexels from Pixabay on page 7 of “frustrated woman.” 
6 Bob George, Victory over Depression: How to Live above your Circumstances (Eugene, Oregon: Harvest 
House Publishers, 1996), 43. 
7 Ibid., 44. See also Brennan Manning, All Is Grace, pages 192-194. “God loves you unconditionally, as you 
are and not as you should be, because nobody is as they should be.” 
8 Ibid., 53. 
9 Photo by Sophia Müller on Unsplash on page 11 of “grave marker.” 
10 Adam Clarke’s Commentary on Colossians 3:24. 
11 Image by MasterTux from Pixabay on page 13 of “key.” 
12 Image by congerdesign from Pixabay on page 14 of “germinating seed.” 
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